
56

Discussions with teachers often reveal that most 

children in Class 5 are unable to read, narrate stories, 

recite poems or express their views either verbally or in 

writing.  

What then goes on in a language class  that all efforts to  

develop  the linguistic abilities of children seem to fail?  

Discussions with teachers and classroom observation 

sessions have revealed multiple dimensions of their 

attitude towards language teaching. In the following 

pages, an attempt has been made to study some of 

those viewpoints. 

What Does Language Mean?

Usually teachers understand the question, “What does 

language mean?”, in terms of a lay-man. The

answer typically is, “Language is a medium through 

which ideas are exchanged;' it is the 'instrument of 

communication.” 

The questions that many teachers most often fail to 

appreciate or even recognize are : Can we think 

without language? Can we imagine without it?  Can we 

recognize different things and categorize them without 

language? Can we analyze without language? What are 

the different ways in which language is used? What 

really is the relationship between us and language? 

Even if we look at language from the 'communication' 

point of view,  children should  be  able to freely 

express themselves, understand others, ask questions, 

construct arguments, etc. Unfortunately,  this is  not 

what  happens  in most classrooms. Most often, 

children are to listen to the teacher and follow 

instructions without thinking and  memorize answers 

to questions after  a lesson in the textbook in order to 

'reproduce' the same in the  examination.

Language Teaching - Learning Objectives and 

Processes

The goals related to the teaching-learning of any 

subject are directly linked to our understanding of the 

subject. This understanding not only helps determine 

what one has to teach but also enables us to ascertain 

the very method of teaching it. Because the way 

teachers understand the question, "What does 

language mean?" is restricted, it also predetermines 

the objectives of language teaching.

According to many teachers, the important objectives 

of teaching language are to: 

l know the pronunciation of sounds

l know the pronunciation of words

l  produce  sounds correctly

l  pronounce words correctly

l develop the ability to read the alphabet

l  develop the ability to read words

l  develop the ability to neatly write the alphabet and 

words in appropriate shape and order 

l develop the ability to use punctuations 

appropriately

l  develop the ability to read sentences

l  develop the ability to use grammar accurately

l  impart moral values 

The expectations and processes of textbook writing are 

also often based on the above objectives. 

Consequently, the language classroom is based almost 

entirely on reading of letters, combining them to read  

words and then sentences. There is no scope for 

comprehension, or an opportunity to converse and  

express views, be it through speaking or writing. 

We have spoken on teachers' opinions of the goals of 

language teaching. There are other viewpoints that 

teachers have which predetermine their language 

teaching. These include:
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1. Language and all other subject are learnt piece-

by-piece and step-by-step.

Instead of looking at language in a holistic perspective, 

teachers often take a piece-by-piece view of it. This 

view is extended to the manner of transacting 

language. The general understanding is that language 

is learnt piece -by-piece, where the pieces may either 

be listening, speaking, reading or writing, or sounds, 

letters, matras, words or sentences but rarely anything 

more. If we revisit the question of objectives of 

language teaching in some depth, one can see the 

following steps:

· first the children are taught the pronunciation of 

sounds

· then they are taught how to speak clearly

· and finally, the children are taught how to read the 

alphabet and then write it 

According to teachers, language teaching implies 

developing listening, speaking, reading and writing 

skills in that order. 

Teachers feel that without listening to the words 

uttered by the teacher, children cannot produce new 

words or sentences. The ability to read and write is also 

viewed in similar terms. Reading entails recognition of 

the alphabet and producing the corresponding sounds 

and, therefore, in order to read, children need to 

memorize the alphabet chart and recite poems and 

prose almost verbatim. To develop writing skills, a 

similar mechanical routine is adopted where children 

are repeatedly asked to copy the alphabet and words. 

In the name of language teaching, children spend the 

first year doing just the one activity of copying and 

repetition of the alphabet and some words.

Since these four skills are thought of as distinct 

abilities, teaching-learning activities become 

repetitive and laborious. If reading and writing were to 

be linked with children's conversations and 

experiences, the entire process would perhaps be more 

meaningful and more effective. 

Let us see one example which elucidates how language 

is taught piece-by-piece in the classroom. The teacher 

enters the class and disciplines students by scolding 

them. He then writes some (Hindi) letters on the board 

to explain how words are constructed with them and 

then sentences with words. 

K, a, M, b, A, ~, Z, ^ Ka, Mb, Ka Mb

A, _, Z, Ka, Mb, A_Z Ka Mb

M a U Ka, Mb, MaU Ka Mb

After this, the teacher makes the children read the 

letters, the words formed with the letters and then the 

sentences formed with the words. He does this exercise 

throughout the period calling one child at a time to 

read off the board. The entire session is based on  

letter and word recognition  and in the process the very 

meaning of the sentence (an artificial unnatural one, 

no doubt) that has been constructed is lost.  

This  is crucially linked to the choice of subject matter 

- to read, the subject matter picked must be such that 

it goes forward step by step. Consequently, if the 

subject matter gets confined to letters , words without 

matras (e.g. H$_b, A_a etc. and H$_bm is not allowed) or 

sentences (Ka MbE Zb na Mb ganQ> H$a) and the like. 

Children are therefore forced to engage with  content 

that they can neither relate with their own experiences 

nor find any meaning, use or interest in them.

2. Language is Learnt through Copying

Teachers believe that children learn a language when 

they are taught isolated pieces of that language in a 

standard and pure form without interference of any 

other language. This means that it is with the repeated 

enunciation of sounds and words before them that 

children are able to imitate those words, thus picking 

up the language. This belief is so strong that such 

imitation is the pattern of language teaching that is 

adopted. 

In the process of learning language, most children 

initially babble for a while. Do we teach them how to 

babble? It is not that adults talk in a babble to children 

from where a child can pick up such a manner of 

speech. Children, on their own, make several new 

sentences. Do we speak the same sentences or speak 
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only one sentence before them so that they may hear it 

many times and copy it? 

My friend's daughter (aged three years) and her aunt 

are in conversation:

Aunt: Say I'm good

Child: I am good

Aunt: I am a girl

Child: I am a girl

Aunt: I am bad

Child: You are bad!

Now think, how did the girl know what changes had to 

be made to the sentence to avoid calling herself 'bad?' 

How did she learn to say this? By copying? By someone 

telling her or.... is something else happening here 

which is difficult for us to understand in the framework 

of imitation?

3. Language can only be Learnt from Textbooks

It is believed that the proper way of learning language 

is through a textbook, that children must be taught the 

various structures and that too in the specified order 

(Lesson 1, Lesson 2, etc.). Children should not be 

normally allowed to read a lesson that they like in the 

textbook.  Teaching is considered complete after  the 

lesson is explained and the difficult words in it 

“taught.” Children  have to  learn the answers to the 

questions given at the end of the chapter. 

Despite the availability of a large corpus of literature, 

especially literature apt for children of that age, none 

of that is introduced to or made available to the 

children.  I once asked children in a classroom if they 

would like to listen to  a story or a poem. They did not 

reply. Then I told them a story. In the same class the 

next day, children themselves asked me to recite  a 

poem. After I finished reciting the poem, the children 

requested me to repeat the same story that I had told 

them the previous day. This indicated  that children do 

have an urge to listen to stories and poems but because 

we do not use literature in a meaningful way their 

interest is lost. The task of making them memorize the 

key points of the various poems, prose pieces, stories 

etc. is boring, particularly when the key points are also 

in  accordance with  what has been told to them. The 

purpose of literature as an exploration and enrichment 

of oneself and one's world view is completely missed.

None of the language-related contexts available in the 

form of advertisements in magazines, newspapers or 

on hoardings in the street is used or even thought of as 

a possibility.

Textbooks do indeed help, but they only have  limited 

scope and children need  to be introduced to other 

resources.  Teachers will have to think about what else, 

besides textbooks, is necessary to develop the ability 

of children to use language.

4. Belief in a Child's Capabilities

Many teachers  believe that a child's learning  begins 

only when he/she begins going to  school. Many 

teachers also believe that children from well-off 

families in  big towns or cities know much more and are 

intrinsically more capable and intelligent  compared to 

children from rural  and/or poor homes. These children  

can  rapidly learn how to read and write but those from 

villages or poor children whose parents are illiterate do 

not know anything and cannot learn easily. Such 

children can only learn from school if they pay 

attention and make a great effort. 

Every child learns the rules of the language spoken by 

his/her family and those around him, be it  rules at the 

level of sounds, words or conversation. The child not 

only knows how to produce appropriate words and 

sentences but he/she also knows what needs to be 

done to a sentence  or the intonation required to make 

it into a question. He/she can also differentiate 

between the manner of speaking he/she should adopt 

while addressing his/her father and when talking to 

guests who come to the house. In fact, children even 

know how to talk to someone in case they want something 

from them. Who teaches children these things?

But, ignoring these  abilities, children are only asked to 

learn the alphabet and words. So a child, who knows all 

the rules of conversation, comes to class and has to 

avoid speaking altogether!

It may be fruitful to keep the following few points in 

mind while teaching a language class: 
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· The reading-writing resource material should be 

meaningful and of a level that is comfortable for 

children

· The resources provided must be in a familiar 

language 

· The teacher should engage in meaningful 

conversation with his/her students, should listen to 

the children carefully and with patience and give 

them adequate opportunity to listen to what others 

have to say. They should be encouraged to extract 

the laws of grammar for themselves and extend 

their vocabulary at their own pace

· It does not make much practical sense to divide a 

language into the alphabet, pronunciation, 

grammar, copying, etc., nor can the above be learnt 

in a particular order. The only way to learn a 

language is to try and use it as much as possible by 

speaking, making logical arguments, imagining, 

being creative, reading and writing. Given the 

opportunities to do all of the above, language 

learning is not that tricky!
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Something to try in a Language Class!

Source: http://puzzlemaker.discoveryeducation.com/


